The creation of a National Commission for the Social Studies offers an extraordinary opportunity to reconsider the mission of social studies education and move in new directions. Defining what the social studies field should be will help to answer the question of what should be taught. Questions of what children can learn in the elementary school years and what they need to know in order to form a sound foundation need to be addressed. A suggested sequence for grades seven through twelve might include: (1) grade 7 (geography); (2) grades 8, 9, and 10 (U.S. history and world history studied over a three-year period but witl-flexible scheduling of class meetings); (3) grade 11 (U.S. government and economics); and (4) -trade 12 (U.S. problems and electives). More time and materials are needed by teachers in order to prepare and implement better instructional strategies. Other issues that also need to be confronted by the Commission include: (1) teacher education; (2) the responsibility of academic disciplines in explicating themes, topics, concepts, and generalization of their disciplines; and (3) providing students with opportunities to apply knowledge to "real life" experiences within the school and community. (SM) 
**Some readers were angered by the metaphor and judged the analysis to be extreme. What would such persons think now of those critics who no longer wish even to use the term "social studies?" The term is so discredited in the eyes of sane that they prefer to bury and forget it.
-2-correct many of the ills besetting the social studies field. It is not that all of the problems affecting social studies can be resolved by a national commission; however, certain critical issues can best be resolved in this way and are unlikely to be resolved in any other way. It is also a once-in-alifetime opportunity because like Halley's comet, naticnal commissions on the social studies may appear only once every 70 years or so; I was not living in 1916 during the last one and don't expect to live until the next one. If the current national commission has an impact approaching that of the 1916 NBA Commission on the Social Studies, it must be taken seriously.
We should understand what the National Commission for the Social Studies can and cannot do. It cannot directly teach a child, prepare a teacher, write a textbook, or conduct historical research. Indirectly, it can influence all of the above. A national commission is like a basketball rules committee. By determining the height of the basket, the distance from which three points are allowed for a goal, th, length of time a player can remain in the free throw Jane as well Is the width of the lane, the time a team can hold the ball before a shot is taken, the number of personal fouls each player is permitted and so on, the rules committee largely decides who will play, haw the game will be played, and which team will win.
The social studies "game" is still being played by the rules set by the A high school education is now considered a basic education for everyone; approximately 50% of all high school graduates acquire some post-secondary experience;
The mass media has a far greater impact on American culture now;
school is only one of several sources of information and values for youth.
The United States has become a major cultural, economic, political, and military actor on the world stage;
Basic institutions --the family, church, government, schools, and corporations --and the roles performed by individuals and groups The opportunity afforded to the newly-established National Commission for the Social Studies is that it can speak authoritatively for the present. It can propose appropriate purposes for social studies today; it can assert what should be taught, when it should be taught, and haw it should be taught.
No other group has the same opportunity or equal credibility. Professional associations are viewed (appropriately so in my view) as primarily lobbyists for their own disciplinary perspectives and academic turf.* State departments of education can tinker with the scope and sequence, but textbooks are produced mainly for a national market; teachers are educated for a national curriculum; and students move from place to place, expecting *This is even true for the National Council for the Social Studies, regardless of how it pains me to state it. Unfortunately, the schism between the leadership of NCSS and the leaders of other academic/professional associations has grown so wide that NCSS is seen as largely representing the views of social reformers and pedagogical specialists within social studies.
to find essentially the same courses of study wherever they land.
Proclamations by federal bureaucrats remain little more than proclamations; they are resisted locally for both Constitutional and partisan reasons.
Thus, there is no other group that has authority to speak for the social studies field; only the Commission, a temporary, non-partisan group that exists for only one purpose and then disbands when its job is done, has the clout to establish the outline for a new social studies curriculum.
The fact that the Commission can play a valuable role does not ensure that it will do so.* First of all, same will resist the Commission's recommendations; a few oppose the very fact of a Commission. Such people may believe that authoritative conclusions by the Commission will hamper the field, stifling initiative and creativity by classroom teachers. They note that the 1916 Commission constrained creativity in the social studies for over 70 years; they wonder whecher we need another similar experience. To them weakness and anarchy are preferable. Others dislike the present situation but dread the Commission will produce abhorrent recommendations, ones that may retail the field and prove difficult to overcome. They would not resist strong recommendations provided that they are compatible to their own beliefs and values. *Several study commissions followed the 1916 Commission but had little impact. It might be important to study why they failed.
-8-It's somewhat premature to judge what the Commission will conclude, but it is not too early to identify the areas that must concern Commission members and to start a dialogue within and outside of the Commission that makes certain the Commission attends to the main issues that are crippling the field. Here are some of the questions that should confront the Commission:
Why should the schools teach social studies?
The Commission cannot ignore this question, and the answer is not selfevident. If we assume that nearly all students will graduate from high school, Should all students be expected to study social studies? If so, is the purpose of social studies to prepare youth for post-secondary schooling, for employment, for citizenship, for family membership, for all of them?
Should the same social studies program be required of (or offered to) all students regardless of academic ability, career aspiration, sex, social What role should the academic disciplines play in structuring the social studies and whico academic disciplines offer the greatest advantages? Should the academic disciplines be studied for their own sake --i.e., for their own implicit value --or for the "useful knowledge" they provide? If the latter, -9-how does one determine what knowledge is most "useful?" There is considerable current interest in the concept of "literacy" --as in historical literacy and geographic literacy. Twenty-five years ago it WIS deemed important for students to know the "structure of the academic disciplines," their "modes of inquiry," and key concepts and generalizations. What kind of knowledge is of greatest value and which aspects will be most likely retained?
What should social studies offer as a discrae area of academic study apart from other sources of information, knowledge, values, and skills that concern the human experience? The mass media provide more accurate and up- The answer to the question --what should we teach --naturally follows from the answers we give to the prior questions relating to purpose. In 1916 the view was that all children should be thoroughly socialized as Americans.
The solution was to teach American history three times, at grades 5, 8, and
11. Civics and American government were to be taught twice at grades 9 and 12; European history was to be taught twice at grades 7 and 10, ma:ully to emphasize the "old world backgrounds" to American civilization.
The result is a curriculum package aimed at teaching youth to become loyal, law-abiding, and occasionally participating American citizens.
These remain worthy goals, but should they be the only goals for the social studies today? For example, is it important that students be taught to be wise consumers? If so, what do they need to be taught in social studies? Firms spend millions sf dollars on advertising to encourage people to b'y particular products. Do the schools have a responsibility to prepare youth so that they can cut through marketing gimmicks in order to make wise We need no longer assn w that few students will graduate from high school. Now, we have 12 years (13 if kindergarten is included) of tame for teaching social studies. Perhaps American history need no longer be studied as three distinct courses, separated by three years each. Maybe it would be better to study American history for three years in a sequ. Ice; in this way only a third of the survey would need to be presented in any single year. World history presents even greater prolless for a one-year survey.
it necessary to limit world history to a one-year, tenth-grade survey? If social studies were required every yea,-during 12 years of schooling, it should be possible tc eliminate one-year survey ,ourses in American and world history.
-12-Even if the one-year survey course were to be abolished, the dilemma of depth vs. coverage must be faced. Is it better to treat a great many topics superficially as is now the custom, or is it better to focus on a few topics in order to gain greater understanding and appreciation of a few ideas. The
CzIamission can contribute to the debate of depth vs. coverage. Teachers now feel pressed to cover vast amounts of material because the topics are included in their textbooks and because standardized tests tend to reward those who recognize many, specific, isclated facts. The Commission can take a position on depth vs. coverage, even suggesting topics that deserve special attention.
In addition to offering recommendations regarding the knowledge to be included in a K-12 social studies curriculum, the Commission must take a stand on the role of values and the skills that should be taught in the social studies. Recommendations regarding the role of values instruction cannot be avoided; the topic perplexes teachers, divides communities, and paralyzes publishers. Furthermore, while every social studies program routinely lists the skills to be taught, frequently, instruction in skills seems to be ignored once the skills are listed. Careful attention must be given to skills instruction.
When should social studies be taught?
This question has many facets. At one level, we can answer: Every year from grades K-12. However, this begs a more important question: When can (should) certain Specific topics be taught? While it may be true that practic-ily any concept can be taught in some form to even the youngest pupil, is it efficient to do so? If the same material can be grasped more swiftly and with greater understanding by older children, what is the point of pushing it down into the primary grades?
For years the elementary grade social studies was constructed upon certain assumptions regarding children's development. It was thought that instruction should begin with the environment closest to the child and expand outward to treat more remote topics, institutions, and cultures as the child progressed through the grades. Recently, the "expanding environment" approach has been severely criticized, but no convincing formula has been found to replace it. The simple fact is that in the elementary grades there is no compelling point of view to guide the selection of content.* These questions require answers by the Commission:
What are children able to learn efficiently in the primary grades?
2.
What do they need to learn in the primary grades so that later instruction can take advantage of their knowledge and skills?
3 Is it important that social studies be treated as a separate portion of the curriculum in the primary grades or can social studies content and skills be accommodated in other ways ia the primary school curriculum?
*Secretary William Bennett is one who despises the eqoanding environments approach and urges a return to the dominated elementary school history curriculum that preceded the 1916 Commission.
-14-
In the upper grades, especially in the secondary school, other sequence questions emerge. Currently, the secondary school curriculum is organized according to Carnegie units: defined as 120 hours in a subject --meeting 4
OT 5 times a week for 40 to 60 minutes for 36-40 weeks per year. A student is judged to have completed a course when he has completed a "Carnegie unit."
Perhaps, it is time to challenge the influence this accounting device has had on the curriculum. Is it truly important for students to meet each of their academic courses every day? Is it not possible that this contributes to boredom by students and repetitious instruction by teachers? Students in other countries take more courses than American students because they don't attend each class every day. Suppose that American history were taught sequentially over a three-year period, say grades 8-10 without repeating topics while moving forward chronologically; and suppose that classes met only two or three times each week. If this pattern were adopted, American history could be taught at the same time students were also studying world history, American government, or geography. Thus, a sequence for grades 7-12 might be:
Grade 7 Geography
Grades 8-9-10 American history and vprid history. Each course studied over e three-year period but not meeting each day. During the tenth grade the chronological period covered by the American history and the world history course would be identical.
Grade 11
Grade 12
-15-American government and economics. These two courses could be offered on alternate days throughout the year or offered as separate semester courses.
American problems and an elective course. These courses could also be offered on one-semester bases or on alternate days throughout he year.
Possibly homework would improve if students had more time to prepare between classes; maybe students would link content across courses; perhaps the artificial barriers between academic disciplines would be slightly more permeable; maybe the result would be greater integration of subject matters.
Haw should social studies be taught?
The dominant pedagogical approach used in teaching social studies is teacher-directed recitation. The pattern is repeated over and again, regardless of level of instruction: Teacher assigns reading from a textbook; students complete the reading; teacher poses questions to determine if students understood the reading assignment. Some teachers ask their students to write answers to questions that cover the reading; some teachers intersperse the recitation with anecdotes and information that extend the textbook treatment; occasionally issues are framed that provoke lively discussion. But nearly everywhere it is the same: directed discussion is the method for teachina social studies.
It is not surprising that social studies is among the most boring subjects for students. Nor is it surprising that an approach to teaching that requires each student to be alert for only a few minutes per period results Teachers also need more tfille.
The preparation time for a good lesson is at least one hour of preparation for one hour of instruction; often the proportion is 2-1 o'-even 3-1. If teachers are provided more time during the school day to prepare for their classes, we will need more teachers with fewer class assignments per teacher, or we must restructure the way teaching is done --providing for team teaching, using technology and teacher aides in creative ways, etc.
The main point is that good teaching costs money, and only a portion of the greater cost can be assigned to teacher salaries. The Commission must address this point because all of its other recommendations will prove fruitless unless ways can be found to improve the resources available to teachers.
It should be understood that the Commission has no right or ability to direct teachers to teach in one way or another. Indeed, the Commission should come down firmly on the side of urging that teachers be given greater freedom than many have currently in deciding the topics to be covered within a course, in selecting their own textbooks and other teaching materials, and in choosing their own approaches to teaching. At the same time the Commission should point to the poverty in teaching approach that currently exists, expose why social studies teaching is so constrained, and urge policies that will enable teachers to overcome existing barriers in order to perform in ways they would prefer.
Summary
I have indicated why the National Commission for the Social Studies provides the best opportunity in memory and likely the best for the remainder of this century --to improve social studies in American schools.
I have also identified a few of the issues the Commission must confront.
Other issues also deserve attention; they include: 1) the pre -service and in-service education of teachers; 2) the responsibility academic disciplines share in helping identify main themes, topics, concepts, and generalizations that should be understood by everyone; 3) the importance of providing students with opportunities to apply their knowledge to "real-life" -19-experiences within the school and community. There has been no time to treat these and other issues, but they are equally important.
What seems clear to me is that after years of complaints, limited experiments, and proselytizing by special interests, social studies has an extraordinary opportunity to reconsider its mission and move in new directions. It should not squander this opportunity. Like Halley's comet, it may not return for 76 years.
